Techniques characterizing the coronary atherosclerotic plaque: influence on clinical decision making?
The composition of the atherosclerotic lesion rather than the degree of stenosis is currently considered to be the most important determinant for acute clinical events. Modalities capable of characterizing the atherosclerotic lesion may be helpful in understanding its natural history and detecting lesions with high risk for acute events. Speaking grossly, three histologic features of the vulnerable plaque have been reported: size of the atheroma, thickness of the fibrous cap, and inflammation. Imaging techniques are currently being deployed and are under development to aid visualization of the vulnerable coronary plaque. Most of these diagnostic modalities have the potential to detect locally one or more of the three histologically defined features of vulnerable plaque. This review will focus on imaging techniques that have been developed to characterize the atherosclerotic lesion. Most catheter-based visualization techniques will provide insight into components of the local atherosclerotic plaque which may limit their predictive value for the occurrence of a clinical event. Therefore, the clinical relevance of these imaging tools will be discussed.